OUT OF THE FRYING PAN  ...                      189

CHAPTER XXIX

OUT OF THE  FRYING PAN.  .  .

THE arrival of the strange boat diverted attention from Robin
Westerne, who took full advantage of the fact. He charged down
the side of the ravine like an avenging fury, eager only to kill or to
be killed : preferably both,

But the Immortal Gods, Christian or pagan, prefer to exact their
own vengeance in their own time and in their own way, and have
a disconcerting habit of reducing to ridicule the mere mortal who
attempts to infringe on their prerogatives. Robin, intent on
becoming an avenging angel, met the slightly ludicrous fate of any
child (or Gadarene swine) who attempts to run violently down a
steep slope, He lost his footing, fell headlong and, rolling to the
floor of the ravine, struck his head with sufficient force to make
him lose consciousness: a condition in which it is difficult to be
either avenging or an angel.

The tide of massacre had ebbed. The pitiable little groups of
white women and children, wretched victims of the Nana Sahib's
conscience, had been led away to the horrors of the Bibi-Ghar: the
more active mutineers had gone in pursuit of fugitives, the less
active had retired to the barrack rooms and brothels of Cawnpore,
to boast of their heroic prowess in slaying the unarmed and the
wounded: only a few stragglers still passed along that fatal ravine
so recently resonant with " battle, murder and sudden death " : and
Robin Westerne lay so still that he was unremarked on the blood-
soaked ground where still bodies were very far from scarce. Nobody
was interested in his whereabouts, Tantia Topi and Azimullah
Khan were otherwise occupied, their ruler too frightened to think
of anything but the vengeance of the British which he felt sure was
close at hand: and the one man in all Cawnpore who genuinely
cared, Jeswant Singh, was dead by a stray bullet, He had, to his
credit, taken no part in the massacre: but in any shooting affray
innocent spectators always succeed in getting hurt.

So Robin Westerne lay, unconscious and unregarded, until a
boatman, returning to see whether by good fortune anything was
left of his boat, happened to notice the richness of his clothing.
The man hesitated, His boat, he was gloomily certain, had been
destroyed and, though the Maharajah had promised compensation,
he -knew exactly what his Highness' promises were worth. He was
a poor man who had lost his mean$ of livelihood in the sacred